xfe	BEYOND HORIZONS
together, it was a hard journey, as we had to take a circuitous route
to avoid ridges, with always the chance o£ dropping through a snow
bridge into a crevasse. At the N 24 we cut out one of the empty
petrol-tanks and pumped it full from the others. We also stripped
the hull of everything portable. It made a heavy load to drag. The
roughness of the return journey splintered one of the stout ski-
runners of the sledge, thus further shortening our chances of get-
ting out on foot. Then, on the return trip, we found that a new
lead had opened across our path, too wide to cross with the sledge
or even to jump. We had to leave the supplies there and cross with
the canoe. Fortunately the lead closed again that night, and next
day Dietrichson and Omdal brought in the sledge alone.
But the wind persisted from the south, squeezing in the polar
pack. The bitter cold continued—always around fifteen degrees
Fahrenheit. The duralumin walls and ceiling of the hull compart-
ment glittered with hoar frost from our breaths. The heat from the
Primus stove melted it, and it drippped down on our heads. The
new ice froze thick in the leads that resisted pressure. On May 31,
when we had been prisoners for ten days, our chances for launching
the plane were no better than they had been the day we landed. At
last we had to face realities.
We took an inventory that day. The brightest item was our fuel
—enough and to spare for a flight back to Spitsbergen. We had
conserved food and had ample, assuming that we could get into the
air before the end of a month. But what reason had we to guide
ourselves by that assumption? The optimism we had all been try-
ing to show was false optimism. The chances were far likelier that
in the end we would be left with the desperate expedient of trying
to reach the coast of Greenland on foot and in the canoes.
"It is a hard journey," said Amundsen, "but it can be done."
Privately, I doubted it. Years in the wilderness and on mountain
trails had inured me to hard travel, yet I considered that if I could
make one hundred miles over that ice before I collapsed, it would
be the supreme physical feat of my life. And if we ever reached
Greenland, what then? Nobody cared to raise that point. A deso-
late coast, uninhabited, unvisited, perhaps gameless, and we would
arrive without food, perhaps even without shelter, perhaps in
terrible physical condition as well.

